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Loisy wrote on many topics, but he began as a biblical scholar, his first book on the Old Testament appearing in 1890, with a second on the New Testament in 1891. Two more quickly followed in 1893 and 1894. But the book that brought him most attention was L’Évangile et l’Église (1902), the “classical 
exposition of Catholic Modernism”, as Tyrrell was to state.66 The book was presented 
as a Catholic response to Adolf von Harnack’s recently published and widely read, 
Das Wesen des Christentums (1900), a book that would become a classic statement of 
Liberal Protestantism: Jesus came to proclaim the fatherhood of God and the 
brotherhood of man, the arrival of the kingdom in the heart of the individual.67 This, 
for Harnack, was the historical kernel of the Christian faith, and all else was husk, to 
be discarded. Against this, Loisy insisted on the necessity of tradition, as that which 
carried and so constituted the story of Jesus. However the truth of Christianity may be 
summed, it will be found in the whole rather than in one part; it will be found in the 
faith of those who responded, rather than in the facts descried by the historian. Faith 
responds to the coming of Christ and his church, the history in which faith lives and 
flourishes. Dogma is not given entire at the first, but grows and develops in order that 
the truth of Jesus may arrive in the changing contexts that history brings. Here Loisy, 
like other modernists, could look back to John Henry Newman and his Essay on the 
Development of Christian Doctrine (1845, 1878), as having opened the way to what 
the modernists were now attempting, though with a greater sense of the gap between 
the scriptural testimony and its doctrinal development than Newman could have 
envisaged.68 The Cardinal had enthused many of the modernists, and his prestige was 
such that they were only too happy to claim lineage, though others—such as Wilfred 
Ward—feared that Newman’s name would be tarnished by its association with them; 
that Newman’s idea of development would be thought condemned by Pascendi, as 
indeed Tyrrell was to argue.69 
While L’Évangile et l’Église was welcomed by many, including a cautious 
Cardinal Sarto, who later became pope Pius X,70 others perceived that though it 
attacked Harnack, it defended his historicism. For Loisy there was no abiding core to 
Christianity that somehow escaped the vicissitudes of history. There was but the 
history of the church’s survival; a continuing but changing form of faith. Cardinal 
Richard of Paris condemned the book in January 1903, and in the autumn of that year 
Loisy published an Autour d’un petit livre in which he sought to clarify his thought. 
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But rather than conciliate, it exacerbated by even more clearly insisting on the 
distinction between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith. Jesus had no 
consciousness of being what later faith recognized, and that recognition was 
revelation. “La révélation se réalise dans l’homme, mais elle est l’oeuvre de Dieu en 
lui, avec lui et par lui.”71 And likewise, the founding of the church and her sacraments 
was a matter of faith rather than history. These views may now seem uncontroversial, 
so commonplace did they become in the twentieth century, but in Loisy’s day they 
were seen as an attack on the authority of the church, which claimed a self-evident 
foundation, secure from the vagaries of belief.  By the end of 1903, with Pius X 
having succeeded Leo XIII, five of Loisy’s books were placed on the index of 
prohibited books. While Loisy submitted to this judgment he could not recant his 
views. He gave up his lectureship at the École des Hautes Études, and devoted 
himself to further historical work on the gospels. In 1908 he was formally 
excommunicated, and in 1909 he became a professor at the Collège de France. 
In Loisy, modernism had its sharpest exponent of the historical criticism that 
had already challenged Protestant faith in the nineteenth century, and would challenge 
Catholic belief in the twentieth. The issues would be constantly revisited in the 
Protestant traditions throughout the twentieth century, and increasingly encountered 
in Catholicism after the second Vatican Council. It was the Church’s response to such 
as Loisy that delayed the Catholic encounter with the challenges of history. There 
would be repeated attempts to close the gap between the Jesus of history and the 
Christ of faith, and to find the former but the projection of a secular belief.72 But such 
attempts, despite their legitimacy and success, cannot overcome the historicizing of 
knowledge that the nineteenth century brought, and modernism focused. George 
Tyrrell’s now famous remark—“The Christ that Harnack sees, looking back through 
nineteen centuries of Catholic darkness, is only the reflection of a Liberal Protestant 
face, seen at the bottom of a deep well”73—articulates the relativity that affects both 
the positivists, who would evade contingency, and their opponents, who seek to 
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